Sunday August 29th 2010

   Wesley’s Chapel Morning Service
_____________________________________________________________

Hymns:

276:

“When morning gilds the skies”




548:

“Give me, O Lord, a thankful heart”




220:

“God is love!”




374:

“Thou God of truth and love.”

Readings:

Jeremiah 2: 4-13




Luke 14: 1-5

_____________________________________________________________

APOSTASY!

This time last week, Margaret and I were on holiday and a little bird has whispered to me that a malicious rumour was put around that might well have spread unnecessary panic. “The superintendent’s lost his rudder,” someone is reported to have said. That allowed some people to think to themselves that this particular superintendent had lost his rudder a long time ago. But here I am, one week later, ready to confound my critics and ready to address the subject of apostasy.

Apostasy. Isn’t that one of those words that a visitor or a stranger might find off-putting? One of those churchy words, part of that in-language that religious people bandy about, something not in everyday usage, a word (in a word) to avoid? Maybe. I did wonder whether to change it but, before I could get round to it, I found myself bumping into it in my holiday reading, in books and also in newspapers. Someone who converts from Islam, for example, soon finds him (or her) self rounded on by fellow Muslims and accused of – yes – apostasy. They become apostates and incur the wrath of their community and families too. And John Henry (Cardinal) Newman, of whom we’re going to be hearing a great deal in the next few weeks, began his drift to the Roman Catholic Church after hearing a sermon on the subject of – you’ve guessed it – National Apostasy! This was preached by John Keble in the University Church of St Mary the Virgin in Oxford in 1833. It was a fierce denunciation of a government decision to suppress a number of bishoprics in Ireland. What right did the secular authority have to affect the shape of the church? And what kind of a church is it that allows such interference in its affairs by an outside body? 
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So I’ve decided to stick with apostasy – the denial of one’s heritage, the abandonment of all that’s previously shaped one’s identity and established one’s direction in life. And it doesn’t take much effort to see just how much there is to say on such a subject.

We may have been lacking our satellite-driven gyro compass last week but I hadn’t lost my bearings. We were in the Orkney Islands and I was able to pick up a newspaper – the first in several days. And I found a long retrospective piece that looked nostalgically at the 1960s. “Dear kids,” the banner headline ran, “Had a great time. Sorry there’s nothing left for you. Love Dad x.” Then a series of articles by different authors which all seemed to strike a similar note: “We had it all, sex, freedom, money, - did we throw it all away?” asked one plaintively. “We pulled down one culture and imagined that another would spontaneously take its place. How could we have been so destructive?” asked another. “We have left this country bankrupt”, declared a third whilst another prophet of doom bemoaned the face that “We had a duty to leave things for the better and we have failed dismally.” This hard look at a period that is so often remembered nostalgically by those who lived through it as a time for shouting whoopee strikes a somewhat different and an altogether bleaker note. There’s the suggestion that babies may well have been thrown away with bathwater by those who rejoiced at getting rid of what were recent austerities, old and starchy formalities and ancient repressions (usually of a sexual kind). 
This wouldn’t be the first time such a thing had happened. Indeed, it’s a complaint that’s as old as time. And it’s the word that comes with startling brilliance from the writings of the prophet Jeremiah. He recognized and urged his people to recognize also, that they had been truly blessed by God. They’d known the favour of the Lord who had stood by them, held fast to them, kept them going in the right direction and led them out of slavery to a settled existence. And what thanks did they give to their God? It was fine until the days of their prosperity came along when they began to forget what had brought them to such a time. They started to play the field, to indulge their taste for something different, to shop around for pleasures they’d not previously had opportunity to enjoy. And so the prophet rounded on them. This was apostasy! 
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My people have exchanged their glory




for a god altogether powerless.



Be aghast at this, you heavens,




shudder in horror, says the Lord.



My people have committed two sins:



they have rejected me,




a source of living water,



and they have hewn out for themselves cisterns,




cracked cisterns which hold no water.

In a word, they had turned their back on God; they had exchanged the God they knew (and who knew them) for other deities who were no gods at all? They’d sold out. They’d become apostates!
When things go wrong in our personal lives, or indeed in our national life, religious people will often turn on their God and wonder why he has abandoned them. Even worse, they introduce an idea that I find quite repulsive. They say something like this: “I must have done something terrible for things to have gone wrong like this. God is punishing me for some sin I’ve committed. Woe is me!” And preachers too, in certain churches, will look at people with problems – broken relationships, barrenness, failure in one’s business activities – and suggest a lack of faith and the need for repentance. As if God were some kind of cipher to act within our lives in such a way. If we want to understand the mess we often get ourselves into, I think we’d do better to take a hard look at the way we lived our lives when things were going reasonably well. That’s the time when things usually begin to go wrong. We use our well-being, our freedoms, our spare cash, to cultivate tastes and pursue a way of life that, if we’re honest, is at odds with the fundamental principles upon which we’ve previously based and built our lives. Then, when the crunch comes, we find ourselves completely lost. Our landmarks have disappeared and we are, indeed, rudderless, all at sea, lacking a compass to steer us through the choppy waters.
The articles in that newspaper were written by an economist, a well known atheist politician, a film-maker and a leading sportsman. In fact, not one of these fulminations was uttered by the voice of someone within the religious fold. This was not a case of the church wringing its hands, regretting its loss 
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of influence, longing for times gone by. There were secular voices. These are the prophets of our day.
If there’s a slide towards apostasy in the secular world, we can easily discern a similar drift within the Christian church too. Indeed, this is easily identifiable in the verses we heard read in this morning’s gospel reading. “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” the cry goes up. What a question! Why does religion, again and again, tie everything down to rules and regulations? Is it an attempt to muzzle or control the faithful? The gospel (= “good news”) is about free-glowing grace. Rules may be necessary to give shape to an institution but they are always, always, subject to the overarching demands of love. And it may be possible sometimes, if there’s a conflict of interest between what our conscience demands and what the rules of the church dictate, to follow the voice of conscience even if it runs counter to the rules of the church.

When John Henry Newman was asked whether he subscribed to the newly formulated Roman Catholic doctrine of the infallibility of the Pope, he replied with disarming simplicity in this way: “I shall drink a toast – to the Pope if you please, - still to Conscience first, and to the Pope afterwards.” We do well to remember that the Sabbath was made for Man, not Man for the Sabbath.

The boat we travelled on for our holiday docked at Dover and that simple fact found me calling to mind Matthew Arnold’s famous poem Dover Beach. He describes the darksome times he was living in (mid 19th Century) with graphic insistence:


“….here we are as on a darkling plain


swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,


where ignorant armies clash by night.”

Then, as now, people were losing their bearings. Then, as now, people struggled in the dark for signposts and landmarks. And where was faith in all this? Listen to Arnold again:
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The Sea of Faith


Was once, too, at the full and, round earth’s shore


Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.


But now I only hear


Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,


Retreating, to the breath


Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear


And naked shingles of the world.

When the tide of faith is going out, it may be time for a call to arms. It’s time for us to ask ourselves whether we’ve begun to forget the one who called us, the one who sustains us, the one who loves us; whether we’ve released our hold on the one who never lets go of us; whether we’ve pursued other values, embraced other gods, gone our own way, turned our back on all that’s shaped us. We must ask ourselves, in the words of Jeremiah, how to recover “the loyalty of our youth”, the “love of our bridal days.”

We must learn once more to put our trust in God, the living God, not the false gods of money, or the gratification of our senses, or success-at-all-costs, but the God who speaks the language of love and who has remained through thick and thin.

God help us.

Amen.

